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Your Best Years are Ahead
You’ve probably noticed that much of our culture is enamored with the past. Songs, television programs, radio talk shows, even preachers and politicians all long for the good old days, when life was a little bit slower, a little bit simpler, a little more peaceful. Garrison Keilor can evoke with just a few words our culture’s collective nostalgia for a past that we never knew we missed so much, but there it is just beneath the surface. And if you’ve heard just about any of Bruce Springsteen’s songs, you know his lyrics make you ache for certain moments in the past, now lost forever. One of his best, maybe you remember it goes “Glory days, they’ll pass you by, glory days.” Not surprisingly, the point is our best years are behind us, and both the present and the future are bleak because of it. And maybe it’s because the cold outside is getting more intense, and because the daylight turns to darkness so early in the afternoon these days as winter approaches, but our bodies long for the warm, bright hearth, even if it’s only a remembered one. 
The Advent season, which in the world of commerce is of course already the Christmas season, loves to tap into this nostalgia and mix it together with the most winning sentimentality. A few days ago one of my favorite movies from childhood was playing, “White Christmas” with Bing Crosby and Danny Kaye starring. The climax of the movie is Bing crooning “I’m dreaming of a White Christmas” with a gentle snowfall in the Vermont background--it’s perfect. You remember how the verse continues, “Just like the ones I used to know”. The understanding is that the dream is behind us, and the way to happiness is to return to that idealized past. Nostalgia and sentimentality, and I’m a sucker for it every time.
You probably know where this is going. The season of Advent which begins today has nothing to do with looking back, and everything to do with looking forward. Here, at the beginning of the church’s new year, we mark that God is coming to us not from the past but from the future. Jesus, once the crucified King, is coming as the risen Lord of all life, all creation. With one voice the church says “Our best years are not behind us; they’re before us!” Look at the forward-looking language of the prophet Isaiah: “In days to come”--they’re on their way to us!--“in days to come all the nations will stream to the mountain of the Lord’s house…”. 
While it may startle at first, the concept of a God who is on the move toward us is good news: it equalizes the playing field for everybody, because it means our past is neither an advantage nor a disadvantage; we are not made better because of it if it was good, and we are not restricted by it if it was bad. God is not concerned with who is or isn’t in your family tree, what schools you attended or did not attend, or what jobs you have held or have lost. The question this season bids us ask ourselves in all seriousness is: “What are you presently doing to prepare for Jesus’ coming?” Don’t worry about yesterday; the time is right now.
If the season of Advent counterbalances our culture’s emphasis on the past, Gospel readings like this morning’s counterbalance the nostalgic and sentimental parts of it. With Matthew’s vision of two people in a field, one of whom will be taken and one left; or two women grinding meal together, one taken and one left, it’s no surprise that Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins have been so successful with their Left Behind series. God’s coming has a substantial fear factor to it--this is not Jesus “little lamb, meek and mild, he became a little child” as William Blake put it. This is the other Jesus, the “Tiger burning bright,” the risen Lord coming no longer in weakness but in power to judge all the nations. The one who has been judged by all returns as Judge of all.
With all the focus on coming judgment, it is easy to get caught up in the idle curiosity of who gets taken up and who gets left behind. Because of this, it’s easy to choose either the path of intellectual aloofness to such a primitive idea, or the path of paralysis that you, your friend, or family member may be left behind. While this emphasis sells a lot of books, it misses the mark and the purpose for which Jesus said it.
The Christian story is one of Jesus’ return in power for sure, and to be Judge over all. But the time will be unexpected--Jesus himself did not know, and we do not know. The entire span of time before that unexpected coming is all Advent--not just four short weeks but the time since the first Easter until today--all Advent. It’s not meant to be a panic room, but a grace period--a time to make your life right before God, a time to get ready for Jesus’ return in the best way you know how. There is still time, but the time is now.
The people who don’t get it are like the ones in Noah’s time, going about their business as usual, and then when the Messiah arrives it is too late to prepare for him. Jesus’ words in Matthew, while unsettling, are meant to make us aware of what is coming so we have the chance to prepare in the ways we see fit.

So starting now, drop the nostalgia and the sentimental gestures, and start loving the unlovable, start forgiving the unforgivable, start cleaning up your life. There’s no shame in it--we all need to do some cleaning up. Seek reconciliation with the person you’ve offended, resist the urge to cut off the car in front of you, start talking to your neighbor even if they speak another language, give a gift that helps someone who really needs it; write the thank you letter you’ve been meaning to write. God is on the move toward us, so there’s still time, but the time is now.
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